
Hepatitis B Prevention for Men who have Sex with Men 
 

                                                                           what is hepatitis B? 

Hepatitis B is a vaccine preventable liver disease caused by infection with hepatitis B 

virus (HBV).  In 2001, approximately 78,000 people in the United States were newly 

infected with HBV.  Chronic (life-long) infection occurs in 2%-6% of adults with newly 

acquired HBV infection and is more likely to occur in HIV-infected people.  The most 

serious forms of liver disease that can result from chronic HBV infection are cirrhosis 

(scarring) of the liver and liver cancer. Each year, about 5,000 people die as a result of 

liver disease caused by HBV. About 1.25 million people in the United States have 

chronic HBV infection and can infect others. 

                                                          how is hepatitis B virus spread?                  

Hepatitis B virus is spread when blood or body fluids from an infected person enters the 

body of a person who is susceptible to HBV infection.  HBV is known to be 100 times 

more infectious than HIV and is easily spread by sex.  Risk factors for infection among 

men who have sex with men (MSM) include having multiple sex partners, practicing 

unprotected receptive anal intercourse, and having a history of other sexually transmitted 

diseases. Injection drug use is another major risk factor for HBV infection. 

                             how do you know if you are infected with HBV?  

Only a blood test can tell for sure. Not all people who are infected with HBV look or feel 

sick, so you might be infected and unknowingly spreading the virus.   

Some people get symptoms when they first get infected.   These people might:  

•  have yellow eyes or yellow skin (jaundice) 

•  lose their appetite  

•  have nausea, vomiting, fever, stomach or joint pain  



•  feel extremely tired and not be able to work for weeks or months. 

People with chronic HBV infection might not feel sick for many years, but will have 

symptoms if they develop the most serious forms of hepatitis B, like cirrhosis or liver 

cancer.  

                                                         is there a treatment for hepatitis B?  

There are no medicines for the treatment of newly acquired HBV infection.  Medicines 

are available to treat people with chronic hepatitis B.  In 4 out of 10 people treated with 

these medicines, the chance of developing severe disease is decreased, but the medicines 

do not eliminate the virus.             

                      are MSM at increased risk for hepatitis B? 
Yes.  Hepatitis B disproportionately affects MSM.  About 15%-20% of all new HBV 

infections in the United States are among MSM.  Hepatitis B vaccine can prevent these 

infections.  Although hepatitis B vaccine has been available since 1982, hepatitis B 

vaccination rates are very low among young MSM. 

how effective is hepatitis B vaccine? 

Vaccination is the best way to prevent HBV infection and its chronic consequences. 

Hepatitis B vaccine is the first anti-cancer vaccine, as it prevents liver cancer caused by 

HBV.  Three doses are usually needed for complete protection.  The second dose is 

usually given 1-2 months after the first dose and the third dose usually given 4-6 months 

after the first dose. 

Immune compromised people (e.g., people with HIV/AIDS) might not respond as well to 

hepatitis B vaccine.  They should be tested 1-2 months after the third dose of vaccine to 

see if they responded.  Those who do not respond to the first three-dose vaccine series 

should be revaccinated with another full hepatitis B vaccine series.  If the person doesn’t 

respond to the second series, more vaccine doses are not recommended.  Non-responders 



to the vaccine are at risk for HBV infection and should take appropriate precautions to 

protect themselves.   

 

                                                                                        is the vaccine safe? 

 

Yes, hepatitis B vaccine has been shown to be very safe.  More than 30 million 

adolescents and adults have been vaccinated in the United States.  The vaccine is well 

tolerated by most recipients.  The risk of the vaccine causing a serious allergic reaction is 

extremely small.  Soreness at the site of injection is the most common reported side 

effect; some people might have a fever after vaccination.  The use of hepatitis B vaccine 

is strongly endorsed by the medical, scientific and public health communities as a safe 

and effective way to prevent disease and death from hepatitis B 

 

                                              what should MSM do to protect themselves?  
Talk to your health care professional about getting vaccinated. Hepatitis B vaccine is safe 

and effective, and is your best protection against HBV infection.    

The most reliable way to avoid transmission of STDs is to abstain from sexual 

intercourse or to be in a long-term, mutually monogamous relationship with an 

uninfected partner.  If you choose to have sexual intercourse with a partner whose 

infection status is unknown or who has an STD, you should use latex condoms correctly 

and consistently every time.  Whether or not the use of latex condoms prevents HBV 

infection is not known, but their proper use might reduce the spread of HBV, as well as 

protect against other sexually transmitted diseases.  

Do not shoot drugs; if you shoot drugs, stop and get into a treatment program; if you can't 

stop, never share needles, syringes, water, or "works".   

Do not share personal care items that might have blood on them (e.g., razors, 

toothbrushes). 



Talk to your health professional about getting tested for other STDs (e.g., syphilis, 

gonorrhea, chlamydia, HIV).   

Ask your health professional about other vaccines that you might need (e.g., hepatitis A 

vaccine). 

 

                                                                  what if I want more information? 
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